
Internet Journal of Criminology © 2011 

  ISSN 2045-6743 (Online) 
 

www.internetjournalofcriminology.com  1 
 
 

 

‘WEED, NEED AND GREED:  

A STUDY OF DOMESTIC CANNABIS 

CULTIVATION’ 
 

Author – Gary R. Potter 

Free Association Books 2010 

276pp 

 

Reviewed by Mike Ahearne
1
 

 

 

Though not without one or two problems which will be discussed later this book is a highly 

accessible, informative and indeed enjoyable read for anyone interested in or curious about 

cannabis in general and particularly the burgeoning business of domestically produced 

marijuana. This timely publication provides the reader with plenty of contextual information 

about cannabis itself before exploring, via the use of ethnography, the world of some of those 

individuals and groups who are involved in various levels of cannabis cultivation within the 

UK whether it be for personal use, medical use, some form of ideological/political statement 

or just plain profit. This exploration provides insight into not just the processes involved in 

physically growing an illicit crop now that recent technological innovations enable the 

cultivation of cannabis plants indoors, but also the various motivations of those involved, 

how information and expertise are acquired as well as the actual equipment that is needed 

along with some observations on the cannabis market in Britain. 

 

One of the key points that the book draws to our attention is the sort of twilight world in 

which so many cannabis users and indeed these days, cannabis producers find themselves, in 

respect of the drug’s legal status. Such individuals will almost always be aware that they are 

committing a criminal offence, yet the majority of consumers and a significant number of 

growers do not actually feel like criminals and law breakers. The author demonstrates this 

tension in a number of ways. Firstly, he highlights the unfortunate predicament of those who 

find that cannabis, almost uniquely, can provide relief from the symptoms of serious and 

chronic medical conditions, whose use, and indeed in some cases, production and distribution 

of the drug will place them outside the law as it currently exists. While it is often the case that 

sentencers will express much sympathy for such individuals and this in turn is likely to be 

reflected in the sentence passed, there is no guarantee of this and sentencing can easily 

become even more of a lottery than it already is and furthermore an encounter with the 

criminal justice system and the acquisition of a criminal record is most likely to result in 

cessation of an effective medication quite apart from any other negative consequences. 

Secondly, the reader is introduced to the rather wonderful world of certain individuals who 

see the criminalization of what for them is part of nature’s bounty, as nothing less than an 

infringement on basic human rights and are more than willing to fight their corner in the 

courts. Most prominent among such activists is the gentleman who actually changed his name 

by deed-poll to Free Rob Cannabis whose inevitable court appearances thus invoked the 

spectacle of court officials, magistrates and judges alike addressing him by his chosen 
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nomenclature as Mr.Cannabis! Finally comes the truly bizarre situation whereby there has 

been in recent years a veritable explosion in the sales of all sorts of equipment clearly being 

employed to grow significant quantities of an illegal drug yet such sales are all perfectly legal 

(as indeed is the selling of cannabis seeds themselves) – a dichotomy graphically enunciated 

by one employee from a so-called grow-shop who commented ‘customers talk about growing 

tomatoes. They’re not growing tomatoes. We know that, they know that, we know that they 

know that we know that.’ 

 

Aside from these issues that have tickled my own personal fancy, the book contains a great 

deal of detailed information about the cannabis market in Britain, the defects with that market 

in the form of adulterated cannabis resin (‘soapbar’ as it became to be known) that led to the 

inevitable emergence firstly of the new strain of cannabis known as skunk and then to the 

equally inevitable development of domestic production which now accounts for the major 

portion of the UK market.  In considering this market and how it operates, the author is at 

pains to point out, quite correctly, that in the case of cannabis, probably uniquely amongst 

illicit drugs, the profit motive isn’t always to the fore and some of his contacts, even though 

technological innovation now enables  them to produce as well as deal in cannabis, echo what 

has been a long-standing tradition for some people involved in this particular market – the 

notion of providing a quasi-community service and considerable pride in the quality of their 

wares for its own sake as opposed to the simple justification for the asking price. This rather 

ideological dimension is well drawn out by the book and is part of a broad motivational 

spectrum which also includes those whose cultivation is simply about providing for and 

covering the costs of their own consumption and perhaps a few close friends; those who take 

it a little further and see the opportunity to supplement their existing income or raise some 

extra cash for a particular short-term purpose. However, it is when the harder end of the 

spectrum raises its more sinister head that we encounter the first of the problems alluded to in 

the opening paragraph of this review. 

 

In undertaking this work the author has chosen the ethnographic approach and explains how 

initial contacts with personal friends and acquaintances enabled connections to be established 

with wider networks of cannabis growers which were further extended by using the technique 

he refers to as e-thnography i.e. electronic ethnography using the internet to make yet more 

contacts in order to maximise the amount of information he could obtain from those involved 

in cannabis cultivation. All of this is fine and a rich seam of accounts is mined in order to 

understand the varying levels of involvement – from a few plants quietly coming to fruition 

in a wardrobe to rather larger operations – the various motivations at play and much detail 

about the processes and techniques involved in the indoor cultivation of cannabis. This in 

turn enables the plausible comment that a significant portion of domestic production is 

carried out by individuals and groups of individuals who would not conform to the sort of 

image one may construct about conventional, professional and organised criminals. Indeed, 

some of the author’s respondents state as part of their motivation for ‘growing their own’ the 

desire to bypass the unsavoury criminal element that can be found operating the cannabis 

market and the sometimes dubious quality of the wares being sold; there are also one or two 

slightly oblique references to violence. It must be said that when it comes to commenting 

about this end of the market the book is not only unconvincing, but would actually benefit 

from a more open admission that the involvement of serious, organised criminals in such a 

lucrative business was inevitable, probably extensive, but quite reasonably beyond the scope 

of this sort of investigation. Such individuals and groupings are unlikely to feature amongst 

the frequently university educated sort of contacts the author was able to connect with, nor 

are they the sort of people who would open up about their business on some internet forum. 
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The other shortcoming of the book is something that the author could very well usefully 

include in any further research he conducts in this particular field and it relates to the main 

active ingredients of cannabis and skunk in particular since of course it is skunk that is central 

to both domestically grown cannabis and the recent concerns that have been voiced about the 

alleged connection between cannabis consumption and mental health problems. The book 

provides some interesting discussion about the properties of the drug and the variations in 

quality and strength, but falls into the same pitfall as the general debate about the so-called 

harms associated with skunk in that much reference is made to THC as the active ingredient 

but no mention at all is accorded to cannabidiol (CBD) which is the other crucial active 

ingredient. It is being increasingly recognised that THC is the constituent that gets the user 

high and ‘buzzing’ and in some cases can cause feelings of paranoia, anxiety and even 

psychosis, while CBD is actually anti-psychotic and likely to induce feelings of relaxation 

and calm. In a naturally grown, conventional marijuana plant these two ingredients are likely 

to be in balance and will combine to produce the pleasantly euphoric sensation that cannabis 

users look for and enjoy. The problem with skunk seems to be that too much emphasis has 

been placed on THC as the active ingredient leading to the desire to produce plants with 

higher levels of THC but commensurately lower levels of CBD which for some users can 

lead to problems. It would therefore be a worthwhile and interesting exercise to establish 

amongst the author’s various contacts their levels of knowledge about the way in which the 

plant’s active ingredients work together and the extent to which this is factored into their 

cultivation methods. 

 

Despite the misgivings noted it is worth reiterating the overall appraisal of this book made at 

the outset. It is an eminently readable, informative and interesting text which could be 

enjoyed by a readership which extends beyond the level of academia and practitioners that 

would be expected to form its primary market and the author is to be congratulated for both 

his effort and non-judgemental approach to his subject matter. Finally, congratulations should 

also be extended to the author’s various supervisory teams along what has clearly been 

something of an odyssey that began some time before this text was even conceived – a text 

that, in these times of caution and even fear when it comes to any research project that looks 

likely to sail a bit too close to the ethical or legal wind, could all too easily have been 

strangled at birth by some arse-covering senior manager! 

 

 

         
 

 

 


